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A PREHISTORIC HABITATION SITE ON THE ST. CROIX

RiVER
D. BROWN
University of Minnesota
RALPH

The recent report of the discovery of a prehistoric rock shelter
or cave habitation site on the St. Croix River was received with
considerable interest, for such sites have often been the source of
important information in the field of archaeology. However, they
are very rare in the Northwest; and, although in southern Minnesota there are in some places many caves and shelters, there is no
evidence, with very few exceptions, that any of them was ever
occupied.
It was possible to excavate this shelter carefully and to preserve the evidences of prehistoric life which it contained. To date,
it appears to be the only site of this sort in Minnesota which has
been studied in this manner.
The St. Croix Valley has been an important avenue of migration and transportation in both historic and prehistoric times, so
it is not surprising that we should find in this pleasant region a
suitable shelter site which may have been used as a campsite, more
or less regularly, for as many as a thousand years or more before
the coming of the white man.
In June, 1933, Dr. R. B. Harvey, of the University of Minnesota, reported the finding of broken pieces of pottery, bone fragments, and a small bone awl which he had recovered from the dirt
deposit in the shelter on his property three miles north of Stillwater, Minnesota. At that time it was proposed to hold the July
meeting of the Minnesota Academy of Science at Dr. Harvey's
summer place and to have for exhibition at this meeting an archaeological excavation of some sort. As the possibilities of the shelter
site had not yet been realized, two mounds about six miles north
of Stillwater were opened to provide this display. This was accomplished through the efforts of members of the Academy and of a
number of interested students who donated their time on three
different days. With the exception of a very poorly preserved
burial found at the center of the larger mound, under twelve feet
of dirt, and an arrowhead and some flint chips, the mounds were
notably sterile. On the day of the meeting, however, they served
their purpose of demonstrating the technique of mound excavation
to the members of the Academy who inspected them, and on this
same field trip the shelter site, as yet unexcavated, was visited.
Those who were present at the summer meeting may remember
something of its appearance and location.
Many thanks are due: to Dr. R. B. Harvey, who reported the shelter. who gave permission to dig, and who offered the use of all the conveniences of his summer place. to
the ten or eleven friends whose interest in prehistory permitted them to contribute f;om
several hours to several days of their time with no other pay than the knowledge to be
gained from first hand acquaintance with this unusual site; to the Department of
Anthropology, University of Minnesota, in whose laboratory much of the reconstruction
and study of the material was done; and to Dr. Samuel Eddy. Department of Zoology
University of Minnesota, for hie identification of bone fragments.
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This shelter has been produced by the erosion of the sandstone
cliff which at one time confined the river. It lies secluded and at
some distance across low marsh land and a pond from the main
channel. It has a southeasterly exposure; is protected from the
prevailing west and northwest winds; and in summer has shade
from the trees on the side toward the water. It is well screened
and not easily seen from any great disance, and it overlooks the
side of the narrow spring-fed pond, which is full of fish, and which
drains into the river. One of the larger springs, which no doubt
supplied the inhabitants of the shelter with its cold water, still flows
into the pond about seventy-five paces distant to the southward.
The shelter itself is about fifteen feet above the river level. It
measures fifty-seven feet across the front, about sixteen feet in
height at a point near the front, and is twenty-five feet in depth.
On the floor the debris of habitation had accumulated to a depth
varying from ten inches at the back to as much as four feet at
the front.
Altogether it must have made a comfortable retreat, secluded,
well-protected, with a convenient supply of spring water, fish in
the pond and river, and game and other food in the woods.

Excavation
Work on this location began August 10, 1933, and has continued at intervals until nearly all of the best part of the deposit
has been investigated. Good fortune attended the beginning of
the excavation, for an artifact was found in the first shovelful of
dirt examined.
The nature of the debris was much the same from top to bottom. Although occasional firehearths were encountered, there was
no apparent stratification, no distinguishable alternation or arrangement of fertile and sterile layers; but the upper half of the deposit,
which is the later refuse, was richer in remains than the bottom
half. The archeological deposit was largely sand, with pieces of
sandstone fallen from the shelter roof, discolored with ash and
other refuse of Indian occupation. In it were quantities of charcoal, burned sandstone, hundreds of chips of chert, quartz, and
other stone. There were stone and bone implements, whole and
broken, lost or discarded by their users, and fragments of animal
bone in large numbers. It was typical habitation litter, extending
to a bottom of fairly clear sand. Every shovelful of deposit dirt
removed was screened. If such a procedure were not followed, the
smaller pieces would rarely be found.

Artifacts
For the amount of dirt removed, artifacts were of average abundance, nearly one hundred of them being represented. In addition
there were the rim sherds of at least twenty-six different pottery
vessels and pieces from a great many others.
The arrowhead was the most common piece, thirty complete
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and twenty incomplete specimens having been found. Only seven
of these pieces are of the stemmed or tanged type. The other fortyone are of the small, plain, triangular variety, some of which are
not much more than one-half inch in length. Fairly large game,
however, must have been hunted at times with these diminutive
points. While common in the Northwest, the triangular point is
also found from the Atlantic to the Pacific. The arrowheads from
the shelter in shape and material suggest those of Kathio, the
well-known Siouan site of historic times.
Four specimens of what may have been lance points have been
recovered; three short bases and one sharp tip. All are of chert.
There were two good knives, one of quartzite, one of chert,
being one and one-half and two inches in length, respectively.
Although such implements do not have a razor edge, they are
quite effective in cutting both bone and wood because of the abrasive nature of the material.
The preparation of hides, and other occupations of camp life,
required the use of stone scrapers. Five of these, two of them very
good, have been found. Among the more finished of them is a
small end-scraper, a delicate implement about the size of a thumbnail.
A perforator or stone awl may be represented in the collection
as a neatly retouched piece of light chert. It is retouched on one
side only and is a rare type, although not unknown elsewhere.
There is a second rare piece which resembles an asymmetrical
arrowhead. Its use is not certain, but it may have been hafted
as a knife or a scraper as its appearance suggests.
What seem to be arrowheads in the making, either rejected or
mislaid in an unfinished stage of manufacture, are represented by
two other pieces.
None of the characteristic polished stone pieces such as celts,
axe-heads, banner stones, or other artifacts of this sort known in
the Northwest has been encountered. A single object, of basaltic
rock, having a smoothed edge, has been found. Aside from the
edges, the surface has not been touched and thus could scarcely
be classified as a "polished stone" piece. It is large enough to fit
the hand comfortably and was probably used as a manipulator in
hide dressing or some similar process.
None of the fairly common rough stone implements was found.
There were no net sinkers, mortars, or pestles. Two large stone
chips, one quite regular in shape, which might have been used as
hoes or digging tools, were picked up. If they had not been found
in the debris, it is likely that no attention would have been paid
to them.
Several pebbles of granite and other stone, which were in the
debris, may have served as hammerstones which were used in the
shaping of arrowheads and other stone implements. Only one or
two of these showed very conclusive signs of wear, but this may
be accounted for by the coarsely granular nature of the material
which would not tend to retain the characteristic marks of use.
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To date, well over one thousand chips or flakes of stone have
been collected in the excavation. These are the waste products
of an industry which produced such stone implements as have
been found here and briefly described. Their presence indicates
that the making of this type of implement was practiced on this
site. By count, about three-quarters of the chips are of chert,
while most of the rest are of quartz. Several whole and fractured
pebbles of this stone were present. Aside from one large piece of
quartz about five inches long, no other sizable pieces, or nuclei,
suitable for working, have been found. Considering the fact that
these pebbles are present and that a good many of the chips have
the cortex or matrix of the parent nodules on their surfaces, it
seems that the industry was largely a pebble industry; that is,
that the material in this form was employed, wherever found,
rather than that from a vein or quarry which was probably less
accessible.
Bone Implements
Of the bone industry, eighteen examples were present, fifteen
of them complete or nearly so. They are all quite well preserved,
although some had been broken in use, and one shows traces of
burning. There were awls, needles, fishhooks, bone tubes, a fleshing implement, fragments of spatulate-like instruments, and some
less usual pieces.
Six awls were represented, five complete, averaging a little
more than three inches in length. They were produced from splinters of the leg bones of large animals, usually deer, which had been
broken probably in getting at the marrow. These splinters were
pointed and finished by careful rubbing on rock. There was one
bone point which made an excellent needle. It is short but symmetrical and almost complete. This point was made from a fragment of bone shaft which enclosed an arterial or nutrient foramen,
and, while this hole runs almost longitudinally, it provides a convenient eye which might allow the needle to be threaded. There
is some wear around one end which suggests that this may have
been done. Needles and awls were used in the manufacture of
hide clothing and also in the making of grass mats and basketry.
In one stage of the preserving of hides, fleshers or grainers were
employed for the purpose of removing the flesh and bits of fat
which clung to one side of the hide, and sometimes the hair on
the other. One such implement of the usual type, but greatly
shortened, perhaps through continued use, is in this collection.
This is also of deer bone.
Three other pieces which conform less to well known types
have accumulated during the course of the work. Two of them,
which appear to have been made of deer bone, are of a scraper
type and may have been used in the preparation of vegetable food.
The other, of rib, is of uncertain use. But all are similar to some
found on Mandan, North Dakota, sites.
Two bone tubes or beads about two inches long and one perforated animal's tooth complete the list of personal ornaments. It
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is even possible that the bone tubes were part of the medicine
man's equipment, since similar articles were often used in the
treatment of disease. These appear to be of bird bone.
The best of the bone implements are three fishhooks. Artfully
fashioned with flint tools from splinters of bone, each has been
carved about the top of the stem for the attachment of the line;
each is about an inch long and has preserved its sharp point. How
they survived intact the perils of excavation, the picking, the
shoveling, and the screening is a puzzle. The large quantities of
fish bone present in the deposit testify that such hooks were quite
8erviceable. A very few fishhooks have been reported elsewhere
in Minnesota. Because of their small size and fragility they are
rarely recovered.
Pipes
A single pottery pipe, almost complete, was found in the course
of the digging. It is of reddish, sand-tempered clay, the same material as is used in the manufacture of pottery. The bowl is blackened from use, although no cake or vestige of the smoking preparation remains in it. The block of dirt in which the pipe lay in four
fragments was removed from the trench wall at a depth of two
and a half feet below the surface. At this point the ground was
quite damp, a condition which may have caused the piece to soften
and to flake' off to some extent. Now restored, but still fragile, it
measures just short of three inches in greatest length. Its surface
is quite plain and has no suggestion of any kind of design. In
material, lack of design, and in shape it is of mound-builder type.
A few similar specimens have been unearthed in mounds of the
Northwest.
An interesting connection with early historic days and early
trade in Minnesota is suggested by the discovery of the stem of a
French clay pipe, which was found just below the surface of the
ground in the deposit. It bears the inscription: L. Fiolet
St. Omer
Depose.

The stem lacks the bowl and bit ends but fortunately retains the
full impression. Correspondence on this subject reveals that the
Fiolet company began to manufacture pipes at St. Omer, France,
in 1764 and continued in business until 1920. A good export trade
was carried on with Canada in the early days, but French trade
in the part of the country which is now Minnesota began to decline
about the beginning of the 19th century. The type face of the
impression on the stem is one which was used in the 18th century.
From such indications it seems quite possible that this fragment
may have been lying in the shelter since the time of the Revolutionary War. Bits of similar trade pieces have occasionally been
picked up on Indian campsites in the Northwest.
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Pottery
An interesting collection of more than six hundred sherds represents the pottery from this site. Some of the sherds are fairly large
and well preserved. No complete pots were found, but in at least
two instances enough pieces were recovered to permit reconstruction of sections which indicated the diameter of the mouths, the
elements of the complete design on each, and something of their
shape. In the preparation and study of this pottery and the artifacts, the use of the conveniences of the laboratory of the department of Anthropology of the University of Minnesota was offered.
At least three distinct types of pottery were present. One type,
which is found quite generally over northern Minnesota and northern Wisconsin, is a sand- or grit-tempered vessel with an impressed
fabric design and is the most common variety. There is a second
type, which is a shell-tempered vessel bearing an incised design
applied by the drawing of a stick or reed over the surface of the
bowl before the clay had dried. This type is generally common in
the region of southern Minnesota, southern Wisconsin, Iowa, and
Illinois. Lastly, there is a piece unique in this collection, which
resembles most closely a type found in southwestern Wisconsin.
This type is a western variation of the Hopewell culture originating
in Ohio. The Hopewell is one of the most advanced and artistic
of the pre-historic cultures in the Middle West and Northwest. It
expressed itself elaborately in implements and ornaments, in the
use of copper, mica, and obsidian. With it, features in connections
with burial were also highly developed. Evidence of the presence
of Hopewell vessels has not yet been reported elsewhere in Minnesota, but it is reasonable to suppose that further exploration will
produce it.
Potsherds were found throughout the depth of the debris from
top to bottom. The predominant sand-tempered sherd characteristic of the north and the incised, shell-tempered sherd of the south
occurred together. The "Hopewellian" piece was not among the
earlier vessels used at the site. Both the northern and southern
Minnesota types of pottery, in spite of their difference in material
and decoration, are thought to have been produced by prehistoric
Siouan inhabitants. However, there are still some things unsettled as yet in the matter of the origin and distribution of Minnesota pottery.
Further excavation on this location-there is a sizable area of
deposit as yet unexplored-and elsewhere in this locality may clear
u~ some of the questions of relative age and of types which have
ansen.

Copper
A single copper piece was found beneath a large stone slab of
11everal hundred pounds' weight toward the back of the shelter.
This large slab must have fallen from the roof upon the implement as it lay in the spot where it was found. It is a peculiarly
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shaped implement approximately two and one-half inches long and
somewhat resembles a small reproduction of a fireman's axe. It is
quite unlike the usual copper pieces such as spears or spuds, and
its use is uncertain. It is possible that it was inserted into the
head end of a club. At any rate, the people here had copper, which
could have come either from the aboriginal copper pits in the
Lake Superior region or from copper nuggets found occasionally
in the glacial drift.

(-

Human Rem.aim
There were no burials in the shelter. The sole human remains
were several bits of skull, three teeth, two radii, most of the shaft
of a right femur, and a few other fragments. At least two individuals were represented. One was an adult, by the femur section;
and the other was a youth of thirteen or fourteen to judge by
some of the skull fragments, the two forearm bones, and an upper
premolar. Their depth varied from a foot to more than two and a
half feet. One of the radii was found resting under a block of stone
about a foot square. The associations of these remains did not
indicate burial, but it may be that animals had despoiled a shallow
grave. It is even possible that these individuals were victims of
cannibalism, since that custom was practiced in Minnesota and
Wisconsin in prehistoric times. There is no direct evidence of that
here, however. One of the skull fragments had had its broken edges
rubbed down smooth perhaps to produce a spoon or ladle.

Bone Refuse
About a bushel and a half of fragmentary animal bone was
collected from the midden deposit. These fragments were scattered throughout the debris but were more abundant in the areas
which were richer in other remains. Bits of bone, quite well preserved, were encountered at a depth of four feet. The amount of
bone recovered should represent a percentage of the animals killed
or used on this site. Whatever that percentage is, it is probably
very low, for the total number of individual animals identified
would scarcely be enough to supply for one winter a fairly good
sized camping party such as the shelter might accommodate. Yet
the deposit indicates an occupation extending over a great many
years. Most of the bone refuse was left on the surface of the ground
where it could be found and carried away or eaten by dogs and
forest animals. Much of it was burned in the campfires, while some
of it decayed away.
Identification of the animal remains was made possible largely
through the interest of Dr. Samuel Eddy of the department of
Zoology, University of Minnesota. The following list is derived
from nearly all of the identifiable bone.
Deer bone was far more abundant than any other kind, yet
there were only 7 individuals represented by duplication of parts
of the skeleton. But of how many deer are these fragments actually
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the remains-25, 50, 100, 1000, 3000? The muskrat was next with
nine individuals; the beaver had five, the raccoon had four; and
the chipmunk had three. The following were also present: the
black bear, the buffalo, the moose or elk, the woodchuck, the otter,
the mink, the rabbit, the squirrel, and the pocket gopher.
Bird bone was scarce and fragmentary. Included in the species
present were the duck, probably the goose, the blue heron, and a
number of the smaller birds.
Study of the fish bone, so common in some parts of the deposit,
~hows that the remains of the sheepshead, the buffalo fish, and the
catfish were most abundant. The "lucky stones" from the heads
of about ninety sheepsheads were collected. The pickerel, the walleyed pike, the dogfish, the gar, the sucker, and the sturgeon were
also present. For some reason the bones of the smaller common
fish seem to be lacking.
The more complete mussel shells were saved, and from them
eleven species were identified. The number of specimens is indicated after each name: Lampsilis siliquoidea, 34; Amblema peruviana, 25; Elliptio dilitatus, 16; Lampsilis ventncosa, 3; Obliquana
reflexa, 2; Fusconaia undata, 2; Proptera alata, 1; Ligumia recta, 1;
Elliptio crassidens, 1; and Tntogonia tuberculata, 1.
Many bits of turtle carapace were also found.
This completes the list. It is a typical St. Croix collection, and
there are no animal specimens whose presence is unexpected. Some
of them frequent this region no longer, but it was once their natural
habitat. The fish and mussels are all still to be found in nearby
waters. This list, although it may not be complete, gives a good
idea of the Indian's diet, which generally included everything at
hand which could be utilized.
The problem of the dating of old habitation sites and mound
groups is one which will probably never have a completely satisfactory solution. Historic records account for the occupation of
some of the recent ones, but earlier occupations are datable only
by the relationship of the levels of an archeological deposit or by
its depth. Habitation sites and mound groups, often producing
similar pottery and implements, assist in placing each other. In
these cases a chronological dating may be given, while the year
or even the century may not. The problem of dates was solved
for the pueblo area of the Southwest when a means of dating wood
remains by the growth rings was discovered. This Douglass system
calculates the age of wood remains of some species of southwestern
trees on the basis of patterns formed by characteristic variations
in series of growth rings, and these patterns have been worked out
for about a two thousand year sequence. Thus it is possible to
give the age of a pueblo house even though no other thing is found
but the charcoal on the firehearth, and it covered with dirt for
fifteen hundred years. There is no such accurate method of dating
for the Northwest, unfortunately; but it is conceivable that time
may produce something nearly as good. A few years ago no one
had associated tree growth with archaeology.
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General Conclusions
This shelter site, unlike many similar places in southeastern
Minnesota, perhaps because of its location, was occupied by prehistoric Indian folk over a period of many generations, in the interval perhaps from one thousand to two hundred years ago, principally. The people may not have lived here continuously, but they
must not have left it unoccupied for any very long period. There
appears to be no noticeable demarcation of the archeological deposit
into different levels, and the more meager cultural remains from
the bottom of the deposit do not differ greatly from those toward
the top.
At least three types of pottery were present, representing more
than thirty vessels, the sand-tempered from northern Minnesota
and the shell-tempered from the south, both of which are said to
have been made by Siouan peoples, and the single unexpected and
interesting "Hopewell" piece, which shows some contact to the
east. Most of this pottery must have been made on or near the
site as were the implements of bone and stone. Hides were tanned
here, and quite likely baskets and mats were made. The ordinary
round of camp life appears to have been followed, including the
practice of smoking. Animals of all sizes were hunted with bow
and arrow and spear. Fish were caught with fishhooks and perhaps were taken in traps, but it does not appear that they were
harpooned or netted. Agriculture is not known to have been practiced. A few scattered remains of two human skeletons were
encountered, but there were no burials.
It has been suggested that this site was simply a hunting and
fishing station because of the fact that such sites were rarely occupied as campsites. Yet we find here nearly all of the familiar features of camp life which suggest that sometimes, at least, the shelter
was occupied for long periods.
As has been stated before, when a prehistoric site such as the
St. Croix shelter has been carefully studied, the data obtained may
be compared to a section of jig-saw puzzle which has certain definite characteristics, but which in itself is not fully significant until
associated with neighboring pieces. In this case the data obtained
may be of assistance in connecting previously unconnected material
and thereby making clearer the story of prehistoric Indian life in
the Northwest.
CORRELATING MUSEUM WORK IN MINNESOTA
Louis H. PoWELL, Ph.D.
St. Paul Institute of General and Applied Science
The history of the museum movement in the United States is
illuminating when we approach the problem of the future of many
of the existing museums in Minnesota. For that reason I am going
to ask your indulgence for a few minutes while I briefly review
that history as outlined for us in that admirable analysis of
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